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{ there is one thing Otis
Chandier wants for the
Los Angeles Times, the
newspaper he built as
publisher and now pater-
nally oversees as editor-
in-chief and chairman of
its parent, Times Mirror
Company, it is 10 be
known as the best daily in
the whole U.S. of A. Not
just 1o be the best, mind
vou, but 10 have the reputation, 10 win
the prize, 10 put on the jeweled diadem
and hear Bert Parks sing, “There she is,
Miss American Newspaper.”

“Together, we are going 10 push
the New York Times off its perch.” Chan-
dler wrote 10 Tom Johnson (now pub-
lisher) when Johnson joined the Times
2s president in 1977, “Somehow, some-
dav (in spite of the geography, tradition.
eastern snobbery and the like) there will
be recognized only one superior newspa-
per and it will be located of all unlikely
places—way out West in Indian and
smog country—L.A !

Maybe the question—What's
America’s best newspaper?—seems a lii-
tle silly, like asking which are more at-
tractive, blondes or brunettes? But it
matiers 10 Otis Chandler, and it matiers
to the LA Times. Californians seem 1o
speak always in Hollywood-hype super-
latives—a reaction, perhaps to the state’s
national renown as “the other coast.”
the land of Troy Donahue and purple
hair-—and the Californian who runs the
biggest newspaper west of the Hudson is
no exception. The Times is the most
profitabie daily in the world, boasts
Chandler. though he won't reveal pre-
cise figures. It carries the most ad line-
age. says the annual repori. An S§.4
mithon electronic news editing svsiem.
only now being insialled. is the largest
ever. is the fanest. hrags
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Conmdier adding. somewhit oddly, thm

BOCORSUmes maore newsprint than all the |

HE

ations 1 France pui together.
“The Los Angeles Times has kind of

@ bude nother complex.”™ explains a for-
mer siaffer who now works in another
aivision of Times Mirror. 1the parem

company. "It is like a kid trving 10 win
his Imher’s approval by outdoing the big
brather whe is the finorive. It brags and
shows off and does things just 1o v 10
gct anention,”

A recent promational campaign. in
which the Times woned its own horn in
the pages of the nation’s other “best”
newspapers. lends credibility 1o the lintle
hrother theory of La Times psychology.
Wity full page ads in the New York
Times. the Washington Post and the Wall
Stree!d Journal. the Times reprinted ex-
cerpts from its own pages. Boldly headed
"ENLLT the promos seemed clearly 1o
say. “Look, Ma. We can do good jour-
nalism. 100.”

Times efforts in the past 1wo vears
1o buy into the inner circles of society
and power in Washingion mav have
been ignited by the same kind of insecu-
rity: With a Californian in the White
House. the paper has been <specially
anxious 10 make a good impression in
the nation’s capital. In fact, when airline
deregulation resulted in fewer itranscon-
unental flights Jeaving Los Angeles, the
Times moved deadlines for one edition
up 30 minutes so the paper could make
the plane 10 Washingion. ““We do want
our paper on the desks of the president
and Congress before thev gei 10 work in
the morning.” savs managing editor
George Cotliar. “We want 10 have the
same opportunity to influence discussion
that the New York Times and the Wash-
ington Post have.”

Despite that eflort. it has geogra-
phy against it. The Los Angeles Times
gews 10 the White House by 9:00 a.m.
and 10 California legislators and con-
gressional leaders on the Hill shortly af-
ter. while the Washingion Post is at the
White House and on congressional door-
steps by 6:00 a.m. and the New York
Times arrives by 7:30.

In the summer of 1980, the Times
held what some siafiers call its coming-
out party in Washingion. To celebrate
the opening of a new bureau in the In-
ternationa} Square complex, about four
blocks from the White House, it gave a
lavish reception auiended by then-Presi-
dent Jimmy Carier. Henry Kissinger
and dozens of lesser political stars. It
was just like a debutante party,” recalls
one Washingion bureau reporier. “‘\We
all had 10 shine our shoes and comb our
hair and be on our best behavior.”

The party was considered so impor-
tant that staffers on viacition were Aown
bisck 1o Washington for the dav, “Jt was
very hush-hush.” save one. "\We were
reld ot e put the cost on the expense

that 11 wauld be. guore.
of 7T

sreount bt

| Thomas savs he daesnt remember call-
ing reporters in fram oui of tewn. He
acknowledges. though. that the pary
was considered “very important” and
was an opportunity for reporters 10 meet
key sources in a social setting.

As the Carter sdministration
packed its bags and the Reagans got
ready 1o move into the White House,
Times Mirror hired Don Keliermar. z
Capitol Hill lobbyist whe had worked
for Senators Jacob Jzvits and Howard
Baker 10 represent the corporation and
give it the highest possible profile. espe-
cially among Republican decision-mak-
ers. One of the new corporate lobbvist’s
first acts was 10 arrange a black-tie din-
ner as purt of the inzugural festivities.
The affair. in honor of Howard Baker,

hosied by the corporation, not by the
Times. but the distinction is so blurred
in many minds that president-elect Ron-
ald Reagan and Senator Daniel Moyni-
han were among those who thanked
their hosts, “'the Los Angeles Times.”
Many Times siafiers were embar-
rassed and some were angered by this

politics. Editor Thomas and publisher
Johnson were among those who ex-
pressed reservations about the affair 1o
corporate higher-ups. Still, as a device
for attracling attention, one former
Washingion reporier admits, “'1 guess it
got us noticed.”

Such auention-geting devices may
well be explained by the Times® liule
brother complex. but part of the paper’s
need 10 be king of the mountain almost
certainhy is rooted in Chandler's athleiic
background. Once an Olvmpic-class shot
putier. he has the athleie’s mania for
winning. At Stanford Universitv he ma-

ism. but he studied track and field,
weightlifting. swimming and surfing. At
54. associales sav. sporis sill are his
greatest passion.

Today, in fact, Chandler's office
boasts a full-maned lion, a 1owering po-
“lar bear and another bear of lesser di-
mension, which overwhelm the plush so-
fas and windowed walls. Huge stufied
monuments 1o taxidermy thai they are,
one suspects that these are also Chan-
dler’s totems 10 excellence—1iangible
proof that he can prevail over the most
dangerous adversaries nature offers.

Sport has a simple code, but Otis
Chandler is not a simple man. A short
copversation with him will establish
that. And he has somehow converted his
Jock-chic. we're-number-one ethic 1o the
constructive service of the Los Angeles
Times. Wherever the Los Angeles Times
runs in the newspaper pack todav—first,
secand or merely in the 1op five—Onis
Chandler rode it there.

On December 4, 1981, the Los An-
geles Times was 100 vears old. It cele-

| brated the centennial vear in grand avle.
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the new Senate majority leader, was

apparently partisan foray into national

Jored in business. economics and Jjournal. -
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nament of Roses pzrade and assembling
an exhibit of momentous front pages and
historic memorabiliz in the public lobby
of the Times building. The paper printed
the usual flurry of self-congrawlatory
essavs and features.

For both the paper and the cty, the

century mark was a2 major milestone.
One hundred vears mav not be long by
eastern standards, but it encompasses
nearly the whole erz of civilization on
the West Coast. The Times and Los An-
geles grew up 1ogether, and their histor-
ies intertwine like serpents on 2 cadu-
ceus. Writers who have 1old the LA
Times siory—notably David Halberstam
in The Powers That Be and Robert
Gottlieb and Irene \Wol in "Thinking
Big—have been fascinated by the grip
the newspaper held on the viial organs
of the body politic. They have painted
the early owners of the Times as selfish
and capricious feudz) lords in 2 tale of
wealth and power jiberally spiced with
scandal, corruption, inirigue and plain
old meanness.  ~

The Times has been powerful in
Los Angeles. of course, and it remains
so. But 1o examine the newspaper in
that context. even 1w think of it as 100
vears old, mav obscure an essential
ruth. It is 2 young newspaper. The first
three generations of Time: family own-
ers—Harrison Gray Otis, Harry' Chan-
dler and Norman Chandler—built a
company, an institution, and their infu-
ence cominues. But 10da\'s Los Angeles
Times, the liule-brother newspaper chal-
lenging the perch of the New York Times,
is much younger, a newcomer even in its
own home town. The Times as we know
it was born barely 22 vears ago on Apri}
11, 1960.

On that day, zccording to Gottlieb
and Wolt, Norman Chandler called 1o-
gether the cream of Czlifornia’s govern-
ment, business and oublishing estabhish-
ment for a surprise announcement. He
waxed windy about hew the city had
built the newspzper and vice-versa and
then turned 10 his son: 1 hereby ap-
point. effective this minute. Otis Chan-
c¢ler 1o the position of publisher of the
Los Angeles Times. the ‘aurth in its 79-
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The Future According to Tom Johnson

{ WIR: What will the new technologies !

LA Times publisher Tomn Johnson was
originally recommended 10 Times owner
Otis Chendler by no less o figure then
President Lynden B. johnson, whom
Tom Johnson served in the White House
as press aide ond os special gssistant
when LBJ returned to Texas. In 1973,
Tom Johnson joined the Times Mirror
Company as editor of the Dallas Times
Herald. Four years later, he moved to
the Los Angeles Times as its president
and in 1950. at 38. became its publisher.
W JR esked Johnson about the future of
newspapers.

WJR: What most threatens big city
newspapers?

JOHNSON: The cost of |newspaper)
distribution continves to be a serious
problem compared with the low éost of
distribuiing a broadcast signal in 2
market. The escalating cost of news-
print represents z problem. Compe-
tition for time represents a serious
problem. There are so many competing
forces today in sociery—recreation,
enieriainment, travel, television—that
the pressure on reading time is quite
significant. In order 1o address that,
we're trying 10 make this paper so good
that people in this market can’t afford
not to reag it.

WJR: What do you see as the future
role of the big city newspaper consider-
ing the rapid growth of suburban pa-
pers?

JOHNSON: | expect competition to
intensify from suburban dailies. Major
dailies such as the Los Angeles Times
will need 10 respond 10 that in a variety
of ways. We must make our present
sections so good that suburban readers
will continue 10 need 10 read [them).
We cannot negleat the coverage of local
news in the markets that are being
served by these suburban papers. The
Los Angeles Times does thai twice 2
week now in seven geographic zones.
We must accelerate that both for news
and for advertisers. Some advertisers in
those suburban areas cannot afford 10
purchase the full run Los Angeles
Times, but they can afiord 10 buy into
high quality suburban sections. We in-
tend 1o increase the emphasis placed on
suburban coverage including such
highly popular areas as high school
sports and community news. We are
investing $215 million in new offset
presses. enabling us 10 have larger page
capacity., color printing, offset printing.
We can make the paper so good in [its)
printing quality and in its preduciion
guality and in its distribution that we
will continue 1o grow in the suburban
markets.

'

_ing of the media market by cable and

mean to the LA Times” What if the top |
25 percent of the market—the people '
who are able 10 buy their own comput- |
ers—do so and tie into such technoiogy
as Compuserve which will give them 2 |
choice, of not just the LA Times, but
the Washingion Post and the New York
Times, t00?

JOHNSON: The Times and Times
Mirror are participants in those
projects—Compuserve and our own
Times Mirror Videotex projects. It is
premature 1o make a judgment on the
ultimate outcome of all of this. We

Tom Johnson

simply do not know vel what customers
wish 10 have on their electronic screens
that presently appears in the Los Ange-
les Times. 1 do not expect electronic
publishing 10 invade print in anv sig-
nificant way. It could have impact in
classified advertising and in dzta such
as stock market tables and others. Bui
at twenry-five cents, the daily newspa-
per is still’an unbelievable bargain for
those who want a package of poriable
information.

WJR: Which of the technologies will
Jook good in five years?

JOHNSON: It's 100 early 10 know.
Will the public wish 1o sit in from of
its video screen and call up the type of
data found in 10day’s daily newspzper?
T don’t know.

W]JR: Some people foresee 2 splinter-

other new 1echnalogies which might
mean that the fears of newspaper pub-
lishers—1hat thev will lose their mass
market advertisers—will prove ground-
less. Whit do vou think?

JOHNSON: | think there will be a
further splintering of the brazdcast
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zble in major cities. advertisers are go-
ing 10 have 2 more difficult time select-
ing which channels 10 use 1w reach

. their audience. That provides newspa-
; pers with a golden opportunity, par-

ticularhy the dominant gzilies, iwhich]
can deliver large mass circulation and
thereby attract back into the newspa-
pers some of {what] was Jost 10 broad-
casting in the past two decades. The
increased segmentation of the broadeast
spectrum, largely the result of cable.
will be 2 major advantage 1o the sale of
newspaper advertising.

WJR: Is Times Mirror sill acquisition
minded?

JOHNSON: Yes. 1 think it’s impor-
tant, zlthough I'm responsible for the
Los Angeles Times only.

WJR: What do vou find most promis-
ing for big city newspapers 10day?
JOHNSON: 1 find in this recession
‘vear, 1982, that many major advertis-
ers who deserted newspapers for
broadcasting are coming back and find-
ing that newspaper adverusing sells
and sells well. The best examples of
that are the automotive industry, the
a2irline industry, but many others are
using newspapers to sell. Peugot,
Campbell soup, many others which
have traditionally been broadcast ac-
counts are coming back. That is en-
couraging. Circulation growth is en-
couraging in many markeis. The Wall
Sireet Journal is soaring over two mil-
lion; the New York Times 1s- growing
with iis national edition. our circuls-
uion is at an all-time high daily. News.
papers are demonstrating that thev can
tell the story of this complicated econ-
omy, of the Reagan presidency, of this
very, very difficult international situa-
tion today in a way that broadcasiers
simplv can’t.

WJR: Do vou want 10 see the Los An-
geles Herald Examiner survive?
JOHNSON: I hope that the Herald Ex-
aminer survives. It has been re-vitalized
in its editorial content and in its mar-
keting. We need the Herald Exeminer
in this market because its circulation,
when added 10 our circulation and that
of other newspapers in this market,
helps 10 make the case for prim as the
medium 10 use when national advertis-
ers look at Southern California in de-
ciding on their adveriising budgeis. Be-
vond that, the competition from the

Herold Examiner is good for us. It is.

good for our reporiers. it is very good
for our adveriising sales siaff and it is
good for our circulation sales. 1 cer-
tainly don’t want them 10 be 100 suc-
cessful. but 1 would not want 10 see the
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The Loy Angeles Times was born
NI
" No one argues that the old LA
Times was little benter than horrid. A
right-wing scandal sheet filled with
crime news ind wire COPY. I was run by
men wha manipulated power in smoke-
Blled back rooms and were not above a
dubicus deal. Certainly, the Times was
no better than s competition. the
Hearst papers. Prohablv. it was worse.

When Onis Chandier wis appainted
publisher, he was anlyv 32 vears old, Ax
the scian of the Chandler familyv. he hud
been tnught 10 believe that the business
ol & newspaper was 1o muake a Jo of
money. His preparation for the publish-
er's job consisted of a few courses at
Stanford."und an owner's training pro-
gram. in which he worked short
siretches in various deparimenis of the
Times and its afiernoon sister, the Mir-
ror. He knew no more about Jjournilism
than your average first-vear reporier.

Chandier had the wisdom to know
that he didn™t know. That and the idea
that. if vour product is a newspaper,
goad journalism is good business and
very good journalism is very good. busi-
ness. He made changes cautiously, seek-
ing and listening 10 the advice of the best
professionals he could find. But he did
make changes.

Beginning with a no-punches-
pulled investigation inio the John Birch
Saciety in 1961, the paper began 10
wrench jisell awayv from the Southern
California right-wing establishment. h
vanked its political writers out of the
hack rooms. where they had grown ac-
customed to issuing marching orders for
the California Republican party. and nt
tackled. for the first time. the guestions
of public welfare and environmemal
concern that were anathema 1o 1he
esiablishmem old guard.

When then-editor Nick Williams
recruited Robert Donovan, formerly
chiel of the New York Herald Tribune's
Wiashingion bureau. the Times began the
long ¢limb 10 national respect. Donovan,
who dismantled the Times Washingion
bureau and put it back together as one
of the best beginning in 1963, was
among the first in a long siring of top-
flight reporiers svsiematically hired 1o
replice the old Times siable.

For Chandler, the transition could
not have been easv. He had 10 face not
onhv the outrage of community leaders
who felt an old ally had turned on them.
but also the pressure of wradition within
his own familv. The Chandlers, afier
all. had done quite well without rocking
anv boats.

It may be the Times' current policy
of nea endorsing candidates Tor mujor
nanenal or state offices is the result of a
subtle how 1o that pressure. The Chine
dlers hiove ahwave been stiunch Republi-
car. cnd the ‘n;»'pcr never has endorsed o

)
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| choice of eiernaliv hacking Republicans
or - alienating his family, the relatively
liberal Oris Chandler decided simply 10
get out of the endorsement business,

Richard Nixon. in fact. was the last
presidential candidiie endorsed before
the policy was chianged. The Times sup-
ported California’s native son oniv afier
@ long und searehing editorisl hoard
meeting in which Chandler made the f-
nal decision, breqking a deadlock. \With
the New York Times. the Washington Post
and the Boston Globe all lined up behind
McGaovern. the decision must have been
paimnful.

On Sepiember 23, 1973, as Nixon's
fortunes unraveled in Wiatergate. the
Times changed its policy. In a piece enti-
tled “Some Changes in Our Ediiorial
Pages.” editorial editor Tony Dav ar-
gued eloquently that “the wide exposure
of the candidates for the lop three parti-
san ofhces makes our Jjudgment on these
dispensable: our readers hzve more than
ample information on which 10 make up
their own minds.™

Two paragraphs later, though. he
hinted that the Times was somehow fei-
tered in its political ideology. *. .. By
abandoning the practice of habitua) po-
litical endorsements for the major of-
hees.” he wrote. “we shall strengthen
the ability of this newspaper 10 comrnent
on the issues and candidates in an elec.
tion with impartial vigor.”

“I think it is a good policy.” Dav
savs now. But, he adds. “‘We may go
back 10 endorsing candidates one of these
davs.”

While Chandler transformed the
Times ino a rea) newspaper, the Times
Mirror Company built a publishing and
communications empire. It began by
closing down the Los Angeles Mirror, z
steady money Joser. and channeling re-
sources into profitable newspapers. book
publishers and hroadcasi outlets else-
where. The Dallas Times Herald in
Texas and Newsday on Long Island both
were acquired in 1970, and the corpora-
tion has expanded steadily ever since.
Today, Times *Mirror owns seven dai-
lies, seven 1elevision stations, a company
experimenting with * electronic newspa-

newsprint and forest products company.
NAL (hardcover) Books and Signet,
Mentor and Meridian paperbacks, &
company that produces fiight raining
manuals and aeronautical charis for pi-
Jois, and M. Grumbacher, Inc.. the an
materials manufacturer.

Times Mirror has become a true
conglomerate, and Otis Chandler heads
i all. In 1980, on the twentieth anniver.
sary of his appointment as publisher.
Chandler moved up 16 chairman of the
baard. He 1urned over 16 current pub-
lisher Tom Johnsorn—the first person
i from outside the (iis and Chandler fam-

Filhviao hald thin jot—the new Los

pers. several cable TV svsiems. its own

!
i

with in 1960."

As a business. the Times is as sue-
cessful as ever. Revenues in 1881 report-
edly were a record $398 million. Cir-
culation reached a new high on March
31. 1982 of 1.062.707 dzily and
1.317.817 Sunday. With an editoria) bud-
get of more than $40 million, it fields 2
news staff of some 1,100, including re.
porters in seven major U.S. cities outside
California and 19 foreign countries.

There's plenty of room 10 improve.
Johnsan savs. The Sunday magazine is
wesk. Book coverage is spouy. The six

suburban zone sections. not 16 be con-

fused with full-coverage editions
lished for San Diego
County, are dismal.

Sull, Johnson says, “'There's only
one other newspaper we can be com.
pared 10 on a seven-dav-a-week basis.

That's the New York Times.™

pub-
and Orange

To find editor William Thomas. do
not look in the mammath newsroom that
streiches out in more than 2 ciwv block of
insurance-office cubicles and hospital-
white walls on the third ficor of the Los
Angeles Times building. Thomas hardly
ever goes there,

His office is one floor down, next 10
the business offices and the publisher’s
suite. “This is the corporate fioor and
this is where there’s a hell of 2 ot of
action that concerns the wherewithal 10
do what we do up on the news floor,”
Thomas explains. “As editor, ] am re.
sponsible for the administrative and
budgetary funclions of the news opera-
tion. 1 have good editors running the
newsroom. and ] stand back and Jei
them run it.” ’

Thomas may be] in fact. the most
laid back, Jaissez-fajre edior in newspa-
pers todav. Not onlv does he sav "] don"
swing through the newsroom and pat
each reporier on the head.” he also
doesn't believe in dictating iron-clad pol-
icies. "1 have an aversion 1o memos,” he
explains. “Anviime you reduce z Jjudg-
ment 16 2 memo. vou get a very simplis-
uc result or vou wind up going a lot
further than vou intended 10."

As an exampie. Thomas mentions a
memo he wrote shortly after he was ap-
poinied editor in 1971. It called for a
halt 10 the previously common practice
of accepting free tickeis 10 sports and
entertainment events. '] recently found
out I had political writers paving for
dinners at political fund-rajsers. Well, 1
never intended that! That's what hap-
pens when vou put a policy in writing.™

Because of Thomas's atitude, the
Times has no ethics policy and no * Janet
Cocke rule” of the kind many papers
adapted last vear requiring reporiers to
reveal sources 10 their editors. “The Ja-
net Conke episode could not have hap-
pened at the Times.” Thomazs save. “Our
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could he time
fron his editors.”

“Bill Thomax is one of the few real
imeliectuals wi the paper. even though
east cazsters will tell vou that's not true
because he plave golf.” savs Times media
crinie David Shaw. “But 1 think. unfor-
tunately. thot there are a number of peo-
ple on this stafl who don’t have anv idea
of what Bill Thomas expects or what he
stands {or.”” Shaw adds.

“J've never even seen the man.”
confirms one reporter. who has worked
in the Timies city room more than a vear.
“I'm nat sure he exists.”

Thomas confirms his stvle makes
him hard 10 read. "1 den’t know if it's
true that my people don’t know mv stan-
dards. It may be.” But he savs there is
only one LA Times commandment he is
willing 1o chisel in stone:

“News is what people buyv newspa-
pers for. v :

“Qur emphasis is on the substance
of the news. It is not on graphics, and it
never will be. We use pictures 1o illus-
lrate stories, not 10 dress up our pages.
We don™t use a lot of splashy. graphics
because thev take space awayv from the
words. It is the writen word that is im-
portant. The only thing vou're giving
readers that thev can't get somewhere
else 15 substance.”

Because Thomas feels that “looking
pretty is nice, but it isn't what we are
here for.”” the Times ofien is calied an
ugly newspaper. It is grav and bleak and
ofien ponderous. Despite 2 recent rede-
sign that even included cusiom-made
1vpe faces. the pages of the Times have a
routine sameness that readers mav view
as either comforiable or monotonous.
“No one would have noticed the rede-
sign if theyv hadn't announced it.” savs
former Times associate editor Jim Bel-
lowws. ’

On the other hand, the emphasis on
words makes the Times a great place for
reporiers 10 work. It is a writer’s news-
paper. “It's great if you're not a copv
editor,” one reporier savs. “You have
time 10 develop a story as much as you
want and space 10 write as much as you
want. You hardly ever get edited except
for grammar and punctuation.”

“Of course it is a writer’'s newspa-
per,” responds Thomas, who concedes
that copv editors are instructed to go
easy on reporters’ words. ““] think any
paper that isnt a writer’'s paper is
headed for the trash heap. We go out of
our wav 10 attract good writers. not
merely reporters. and we give them za lot
of freedom. Sometimes that freedom is
abused.” ,

Gaylord Shaw, who recently left
the Times Washingion buresu 1o become
assistant managing editor at Times Mir-
ror’s Dullas daily, believes the freedom
is abused often. “Yeou see o lat of stories

E]

when it 1s imporiant |
that a reporter protect his sources. even | g
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Where it all happens—Times Mirror Square

inches. You also see reportiers who feel
they can do z story any wav they want,
partly because a lot of Times editors
have no reporiing experience and parily
because there isn’t much discipline
there.”

~ Media critic David Shaw also
faults the Times for undisciplined writ-
ing. Frequently, he szvs. 2 news siory
that deserves straight reporting. such as
a murder. is s0 overwritten that z reader
doesn’t learn until the fith or sixth
paragraph that somecne is dead. “Some

in the Times that AgprovedPer Rbtédsel 200790872 7¢: CA-RDPSEMOCO 1R 0028000500 $ 37 ha

about,” Shaw says.

Perhaps the most persistent criti-
cism of the Times, and one that seems
tied directly 10 Thomas’s hands-ofl sivle,
is that much of what is “done™ simply
“happens.” Policy decisions are not
made. In a look at Times treaiment of
obituaries, David Shaw reporied in De-
cember that the paper has no consisient
procedure for selecting obituary subjects.
deciding how long the death reporis wili
be or allocating space for them. One re-
sult of this haphazard approach. accord-
the longest obite-




vears was that of boxer Joe Louis. “Did
wamebody make o decision that he was
mare important than {Josip Broz] Tiwo
or {Anwar] Sadat? Of course not. A good
writer just happened to be on that night,
and he wrote & 118-inch obit.” Shaw
SH‘\‘S‘ :

One of the oddities in the LA Times
newsraom is that. with Thomas closeled
on tne second Aoor. no one has a daily
averview of the editorial product. Nan-
aging editor George Cotliar, despite his
title. is responsible onlv for the hard
news sections of the paper—the first sec-
von. meiro. sports and business. The
soft news—lifestvle. entertainment. {ash-
1on. books, real estaie and several other
special sections—{alls under associate
editor Jean Tavlor. Along with editoria)
page editor Tony Day, they report to
Thomas.

In an ariicle titled “Two Big Sto-
ries That the Times Muffed” printed in
the Times on July 27, 1979, David Shaw
explained how this division of respon-
sibility works—or does not work. When
Columbiza Pictures fired David Begel-
man amid allegations of “‘unauthorized
financial transactions.” as a press release
delicately put it. the Times did not react
for weeks. The reason. according to
Shaw, was that financial writers as.
sumed the entertainment section would
cover the story and emertainment as.
sumed business would get it

“At the Los Angeles Times. neither
Tavlor nor anvone who works on her
siafis reports 1o—or is represented by—
anvone who anends the dailv pews con-
ference.” Shaw wrote. “'Unlike their
counterparis at the New York Times. thev
have their otwn. vinallv auionomous
section each day.”

Tavlor savs chunges have heen
made since the Begelmaun story was
blewn and o similzr misuske Jess
likely in the future. Purt of the solution.
she <ave, hus been 1o hire reporters with
buckgrounds in husiness or finance 1o
shore up the entertainment section. But
the siructural difficuliv remains. At the
LA Times. the left hand ofien does not
know what the right hand is doing.

The Begelman aflair poinied up at
least one other shoricoming of the Times
as well. There is little sense of urgency
about the news. Though entertainment
is Los Angeles’ principal industry, the
paper rarely reviews a theater opening
the next day. For some siories. the lead
time may be as long as a week.

Shaw blames this partly on the lack
of head-to-head competition in the city,
and Jim Bellows. still scarred from do-
ing baule with the Times during his four
vears as editor of the struggling Herald
Exaeminer. agrees. “There is 2 real arro-
gance there.” Bellows savs of the Times,
where he wis once associate editor for
eight vears. “The Times believes that if
thev didnt write . it didnt happen.
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Thomas says he does riot consider
the Herald Ezaminer when he thinks of
Times competition. “There is a competi-
tive facior here that ¢ very real,” he
says. "It has 10 do with all the surround-
ing community newspapers znd the
broadcast stations. We compete with the
Sentc Anna Register and with the San
Fernando Valley News.”™

Then he adds that the Times
chooses not 10 react 1o iocal competition
if it means diminishing the quelity or
depth of the coverage. “In 2 very real
sense.” Thomas savs, “cur mazin compet-

inors are the Wagshingion Post and the,

New York Times ™

Los Angeles Herald Examiner ediior
Mary Anne Dolan refers 10 the Tirmes as
“The Whale.” Tom Johnson likens the
newspaper in his charge 10 a mighty
ship being towed by a tug.

Both images mean essentially the
same thing. The Times is 2 huge, often
unwieldy institution, slow to turn and
hard 10 change. It occasionally runs

aground and flounders, a viaim of jts .

own bulk.

As a general chzracierization,
though, Dolan will concede grudgingly
that, if the Times is a whale, 1t is Moby
Dick, 2 fearsome beast indeed. And John-
son argues that quick turns zare no longer
needed: Chandler 100k care of that.

“This is an evolutionary process in
Los Angeles now.” Johnson savs. “Jt is
2 maner of growing and changing with
the people we serve and of fine tuning.
A continued program of improvement js
needed. and we are pursuing it slowly
and carefully. It is taking time. eflort
and money.”

Al the moment. some of the efort
and giant chunks of the money are going
inlo improving the Times’ physical plant.
The paper curreniy is in the midst of a
§215 million expznsion program that in-
cludes upgrading s Orange Coumy
plant. where the Orange Coumv and
San Diego editions are printed. znd add-
ing a plant in the San Fernango \aliev.
It also includes desperately needed
presses in the downiown facility,

According 10 Thomas. press limita-
tions have been the biggest barrier 10
editorial improvement 21 the Times.
With existing presses, no more than 64
pages—[our 16-page seciions—can be
printed at once. That's one reason
Cotliar and Tavler divide responsibil-
iies as they do. Tavior supervises the
sections in the first run of the seven-
section daily product. Cotliar has the
“live™ seciions in the late run. It has
made expansion impossibie.” Thomas

.savs.

Both Thomzas and Johnson say an
expanded business section is the firs
priority after the presses are improved.
Jehnson adds thzi. 10 compete. the sub-
urban sections must be “subsianiiallv
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the current twice 2 week. A health, sci-
ence and medical section also is being
discussed, and Johnson says, “Many of
us harbor aspirations of having a good
Sunday magazine.” The New York Timés
Magazine is, of course, the model, he
says.

“This paper czn be better, and i1
will be.” Johnson savs, returning 1c the
challenge Chandler set for him when he
Joined the Times. “It can be the best
newspaper in the U.S."

Former Saturdav Review editor and
publisher, Norman Cousins, believes the
Los Angeles Times already is close 10 its
goal. “If we use the term ‘best’ in the
general sense 10 mean the most com-
plete, the most authoritative, the most
authentic, then we are talking about the
Neu York Times,” savs Cousins, who
spent most of his years in the New York
area but now lives in Los Angeles. “But
if we’re talking about the best-rounded
newspaper and the most interesting, I
would say the LA Times is best.”

A careful reader of both papers,
Cousins savs the Los Angelies paper
“has the lead or is very close 10 it in
foreign reporiing.” And the long articles
exploring ofi-beat subjects in-depth, an
LA specialty, are the best magazine writ-
ing in America, he zdds. The Times
sporis section is more interesting and
more comprehensive than major maga-
2ines like Sports Illustrated.

As Cousins sees jt, though, the most
imporiant thing about the L4 Times and
is race for first place is the possible ef-
fect on other papers. “The Los Angeles
Times has shown that there exisis, out-
side of New York Citv. 2 market for
serious journalism at 2 time when seri-
ous journalism seems 10 have falien into
il repute. The Times' success seems 10
prove that it is possible 10 bring peopie
Up 1o a certain standard rather than lei-
ting the audience define the product.

“People who run the newspzaper,”
he adds. “are paid 10 know more than
the avdience. Surprise them. Give them
something of value. Make them think
about ideas and angies they would not
otherwise have thought of. Give them
depth and subsiance.”

It is praciically a 1extbook siate-
ment of the approach 10 newspapering
practiced by Ous Chandler, Tom John-
son, Bill Thomas and the Los Angeles
Times. I can, they believe, make their
pzper better than the New York Times,
the best in the country. .

Still, the Los Angeles Times has only
recently come 10 the ranks of great
newspapers. It will have 10 be superior’
for quite a long 1ime before the majority .
of those in the U.S. who care enough
about newspapers 10 have an opinion
will agree that it is the bes:.

Norman Cousins puts it this way:
"A newspaper is like an opera singer. It
arrives 1en vears before the public dis-
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